CLCS4007.  Athens Vs. Rome: Life and Culture in Classical Antiquity
Seminar One: Banquets: Plato’s Symposium and Petronius’ Satyricon
Read carefully through the following extracts from Plato’s Symposium (an account of a Greek symposion or banquet) and Petronius’ Satyricon (an account of a Roman banquet), considering the questions below, and be prepared to present your thoughts and discuss in class.  Please ensure that you bring this seminar handout (or a copy of both texts) to the seminar.
Plato’s Symposium, 174-177.  Plato, Symposium, trs. C.J. Rowe, Warminster: Aris and Philips, 1998.
[The setting and ‘frame’ conversation: We find Apollodorus being questioned by some friends of his, somewhere very close to the end of the fourth century in Athens, about a famous party that took place at Agathon’s house about a dozen years before, at which there was an extended exchange of talk between Socrates and others.  Apollodorus has a well-authenticated account that he got from a firsthand witness, Aristodemus.  Since he likes nothing better than talking about philosophy, he is happy to oblige his friends with a full report, which occupies the rest of the Symposium].

174.  What he said was that Socrates happened to meet him bathed and wearing his fine sandals, both things he rarely did; and Aristodemus asked him where he was going, to have made himself so beautiful?


Socrates said, ‘To dinner at Agathon’s.  Yesterday I avoided him, at the victory party, because I was afraid of the crowds; but I agreed that I would be there today.  So I’ve beautified myself like this, so that my beauty matches his when I get there.  But wait a minute,’ he said, ‘how do you feel about – maybe – being willing to go to the dinner, without an invitation?’


‘And I said, Aristodemus said, ‘Whatever you say.’

‘Well then, said Socrates, ‘follow me, and we’ll make a mess of the proverb by changing it: now it’ll turn out to be good men’s feasts, too, that ‘good men go to of their own accord’.  That’s one better than Homer: it looks as if he didn’t just make a mess of this proverb, but did criminal damage to it: after making Agamemnon an exceptionally good man when it comes to warfare, and Menelaus a ‘soft spearfighter’, when Agamemnon is sacrificing and laying on a feast Homer had Menelaus come uninvited to the banquet, an inferior to his superior’s.

When he heard this, Aristodemus said, he said, ‘I fear, Socrates, that I too shall fail to match up to your description, and that as in Homer’s case I shall be a person of no consequence going uninvited to the feast of a man of accomplishment.  So see what defence you will give for bringing me, because I shan’t admit that I came uninvited – I shall say it was you who invited me.’


Socrates said ‘As we two go together further along the way’ we’ll work out what we’ll say. Come on, let’s go.’


It was with this sort of conversation that Aristodemus said they started on the way.  Well, Socrates walked along the road wrapped up somehow in his own thoughts, and got left behind, and when Aristodemus waited for him, Socrates told him to go on ahead.  When he arrived at Agathon’s house, he found the door already opened, and, he said, there he found himself in an amusing situation.  One of the slaves inside immediately met him and took him to where the others were reclining, and he found them on the point of starting dinner; but anyway, as soon as Agathon saw him, he said, ‘Aristodemus!  You’ve come just at the right moment to dine with us; if you’ve come for any other reason, put it off until another occasion, because just yesterday I was looking for you to in order to give you your invitation, but didn’t get a glimpse of you.  But what about Socrates?  Why aren’t you bringing him for us?


‘At this point,’ Aristodemus said, ‘I turned round and couldn’t see Socrates anywhere behind me; so I said it was actually I who was coming with Socrates, because he invited me to come here for dinner.’

‘You were quite right to come’ said Agathon; ‘but where is the man?’


He was behind me coming into the house just now; I’m puzzled myself to know where he can be.’


‘Have a look for Socrates, slave,’ said Agathon, ‘and bring him in.  And you,’ he said, ‘Aristodemus, recline beside Eryximachus.’


He said the slave then washed him, so that he could take his place on the couch; and another of the slaves came and reported ‘That Socrates has retreated into the neighbour’s porch and is standing there, and though I call him he won’t come in.’

‘That’s a pretty strange thing you’re saying,’ said Agathon; ‘just call him and don’t let him stay there.’


Aristodemus said he intervened: ‘You mustn’t do that!  Leave him there.  This is one of his ways; sometimes he just goes off, it doesn’t matter where, and stands there.  He’ll come presently, that’s my guess.  So don’t disturb him.  Leave him there.’


‘That’s what we must do, if you say so,’ Aristodemus said was Agathon’s reply.  ‘You, slaves, entertain the rest of us.  In any case you always serve up whatever you feel like, whenever someone isn’t supervising you – and supervising you is something I’ve never done to this day; so now imagine that I’m someone you’ve invited to dinner, along with the others, and see to our needs so we can applaud you.’


After that, Aristodemus said they had their dinner, and Socrates still didn’t come in.  The result was that Agathon kept trying to give the order ‘send for Socrates!’, but Aristodemus stopped him.  Well, not long afterwards he arrived, having spent the time in his usual way; but by then they were pretty well in the middle of dinner.  At that point, according to Aristodemus, Agathon (who as it happened was in last position on a couch by himself) said, ‘Come here, Socrates and recline beside me, so that I can also have the benefit of contact with that bit of wisdom of yours, the bit that came to you in the porch.  It’s clear that you found what you were looking for, and have it in your possession; you wouldn’t have come away before you had.’


Socrates sat himself down and said, ‘It would be a good thing, Agathon, if wisdom were the kind of thing that flowed from what is fuller into what is emptier in our case, if only we touch each other, like the water in cups which flows from the fuller into the emptier through the thread of wool.  If wisdom too is like that, then I put a high value on reclining beside you, because then I think it’s I who’ll be filled from you side with quantities of beautiful wisdom.  Mine, I guess, will be an inferior sort of wisdom, or even a debatable one, existing as if in a dream; whereas yours is brilliant and promises much for the future, to judge from the brightness with which it shone out from you – and you still a young man – the other day, when it was displayed in full view with more than thirty thousand Greeks as witnesses.’  ‘You’re a downright criminal, Socrates,’ said Agathon.  ‘On this, we’ll take our rival claims to wisdom to court a bit later on, with Dionysus as judge; as for now, turn your attention to dinner before anything else.’

After that, Aristodemus said, when Socrates had reclined, and he and all the rest had had dinner, they poured libations and, after a song to the god and the other usual things, turned towards drinking.  Then, he said, Pausanias began an exchange of the following sort.  ‘Well then, gentlemen!’ he said.  ‘What will be the easiest way for us to do our drinking?  Well, I’ll tell you that yesterday’s drinking has really left me in a pretty bad state, and I need time to recover; I imagine most of you too feel the same, because you were there yesterday.  So see how you think we can make our drinking as easy on ourselves as we can.’


[Some debate about how much the banqueters should drink ensues].  When they heard this everyone agreed not to carry on the party as it was at present by getting drunk, but to drink simply for the enjoyment of it.


‘Well then, said Eryximachus, ‘now that this is the decision, that we’re to drink as much as each of us happens to want, with no compulsion on anyone.  I propose that what we should do next is to let the aulos-girl who came in just now go off and play her instrument to herself, or, if she likes, to the women in their quarters, and that for today we should entertain each other with talk: and if you want me to, I’m willing to propose the sort of talk it should be.’


Everyone said that they not only wanted him to make his proposal, but they were ordering him to make it.  So Eryximachus did.  He said, ‘I’ll begin along the lines of Euripides’ Melanippe: what I’m going to put to you – ‘the tale is not mine,’ but belongs to Phaedrus here.  Phaedrus is always complaining to me, whenever the occasion arises: ‘Isn’t it a terrible thing, Eryximachus,’ he says, ‘that while some of the gods have had hymns and paeans composed specially for them by the poets, not a single one of all the many poets there have been has ever yet composed an encomium [i.e. speech of praise] to Love, despite his venerable age and greatness?  Or again, if you like, consider the case of the sophists.  I mean the respectable ones.  Isn’t it terrible that they write prose panegyrics of Heracles and others, as the excellent Prodicus did – in fact, that isn’t so amazing, but I have actually come across a book by a clever man in which salt was the subject of amazing praise for its usefulness, and you’ll see many other things of that sort given encomia: to think that people attend earnestly to things like that, when no single person has yet, to this very day, undertaken to hymn Love as he deserves!  But that’s a measure of the neglect there has been of so great a god.’  Phaedrus seems to me to be quite right about this.  So I’m anxious not only to make a contribution to his cause, and do a favour for him; I also think it appropriate on the present occasion for us who are present to do honour to the god.  So if you too agree with my idea, there would be enough to occupy us in discussion: what I think is that each of us, beginning from the left, should give a speech – the most beautiful he can manage – in praise of Love, and that Phaedrus should start off, in first place, since he’s both reclining in first position, and is also the person who conceived the whole subject.’
Petronius, Satyricon.  15.31-35 “Dinner with Trimalchio.”  Translated by J.P. Sullivan, London: Penguin, 1988.
Finally we took our places.  Boys from Alexandria poured iced water over our hands.  Others followed them and attended to our feet, removing any hangnails with great skill.  But they were not quiet even during this troublesome operation: they sang away at their work.  I wanted to find out if the whole staff were singers, so I asked for a drink.  In a flash a boy was there, singing in a shrill voice while he attended to me – and anyone else who was asked for something did the same.  It was more like a musical comedy than a respectable dinner party.  


Some extremely elegant hors d’oeuvres were served at this point – by now everyone had taken his place with the exception of Trimalchio, for whom, strangely enough, the place at the top was reserved.  The dishes for the first course included an ass of Corinthian bronze with two panniers, white olives on one side and black on the other.  Over the ass were two pieces of plate, with Trimalchio’s name and the weight of silver inscribed on the rims.  There were some small iron frames shaped like bridges supporting dormice sprinkled with honey and poppy seed.  There were steaming hot sausages too, on a silver gridiron with damsons and pomegranate seeds underneath.


We were in the middle of these elegant dishes when Trimalchio himself was carried in to the sound of music and set down on a pile of tightly stuffed cushions.  The sight of him drew an astonished laugh from the guests.  His cropped head stuck out from a scarlet coat; his neck was well muffled up and he had put round it a napkin with a broad purple stripe and tassels dangling here and there.  On the little finger of his left hand he wore a heavy gilt ring and a smaller one on the last joint of the next finger.  This I thought was solid gold, but actually it was studded with little iron stars.  And to show off even more of his jewellery, he had his right arm bare and set off by a gold armlet and an ivory circlet fastened with gleaming metal plate.

After picking his teeth with a silver toothpick, he began: ‘My friends, I wasn’t keen to come into the dining-room yet.  But if I stayed away any more, I would have kept you back, so I’ve deprived myself of all my little pleasures for you.  However, you’ll allow me to finish my game.


A boy was at his hells with a board of terebinth wood with glass squares, and I noticed the very last word in luxury – instead of white and black pieces he had gold and silver coins.  While he was swearing away like a trooper over his game and we were still on the hors d’oeuvres, a tray was brought in with a basket on it.  There sat a wooden hen, its wings spread round it the way hens are when they are broody.  Two slaves hurried up and as the orchestra played a tune they began searching through the straw and dug out peahens’ eggs, which they distributed to the guests.


Trimalchio turned to look at this little scene and said: ‘My friends, I gave orders for that bird to sit on some peahens’ eggs.  I hope to goodness they are not starting to hatch.  However, let’s try them and see if they are still soft.’


We took our spoons (weighing at least half a pound each) and cracked the eggs, which were made of rich pastry.  To tell the truth, I nearly threw away my share, as the chicken seemed already formed.  But I heard a guest who was an old hand say: ‘There should be something good here.’  So I searched the shell with my fingers and found the plumpest little figpecker, all covered with yolk and seasoned with pepper.


At this point Trimalchio became tired of his fame and demanded that all the previous dishes be brought to him.  He gave permission in a loud voice for any of us to have another glass of mead if we wanted it.  Suddenly there was a crash from the orchestra and a troop of waiters – still singing – snatched away the hors d’oeuvres.  However in the confusion one of the side-dishes happened to fall and a slave picked it up from the floor.  Trimalchio noticed this, had the boy’s ears boxed and told him to throw it down again.  A cleaner came in with a broom and began to sweep up the silver plate along with the rest of the rubbish.  Two long-haired Ethiopians followed him, carrying small skin bags those used by the men who scatter the sand in the amphitheatre, and they poured wine over our hands – no one ever offered us water.

Our host was complimented on these elegant arrangements. ‘Mars loves a fair fight’ he replied.  ‘That is why I gave orders for each guest to have his own table.  At the same time these smelly slaves won’t crowd so’.


Carefully sealed wine bottles were immediately brought, their necks labelled:

FALERNIAN

CONSUL OPIMIUS

ONE HUNDRED YEARS OLD

While we were examining the labels, Trimalchio clapped his hands and said with a sigh:

‘Wine has a longer life than us poor folks.  So let’s wet our whistles.  Wine is life.  I’m giving you real Opimian.  I didn’t put out such good stuff yesterday, though the company was much better class.’


Naturally we drank and missed no opportunity of admiring his elegant hospitality.  IN the middle of this a slave brought in a silver skeleton, put together in such a way that its joints and backbone could be pulled out and twisted in all directions.  After he had flung it about on the table once or twice, its flexible joints falling into various postures, Trimalchio recited:



‘O woe, woe, man is only a dot:



Hell drags us off and that is the lot;



So let us live a little space,



At least while we can feed out face.’


After our applause the next course was brought in.  Actually it was not so grand as we expected, but it was so novel that everyone stared.  It was a deep circular tray with the twelve signs of the Zodiac arranged around the edge.  Over each of them the chef had placed some appropriate dainty suggested by the subject.  Over Aries the Ram, chickpeas; over Taurus the Bull, a beefsteak; over the Heavenly Twins, testicles and kidneys; over Cancer the Crab, a garland; over Leo the Lion, an African fig; over Virgo the Virgin, a young sow’s udder; over Libra the Scales, a balance with a cheesecake in one pan and a pastry in the other; over Scorpio, a sea scorpion; over Sagittarius the Archer, a sea bream with eyespots; over Capricorn, a lobster; over Aquarius the Water-Carrier, a goose; over Pisces the Fishes, two mullets.  In the centre was a piece of grassy turf bearing a honeycomb.  A young Egyptian slave carried around bread in a silver oven...and in a sickening voice he mangled a song from the show The Asafoetida Man.
Focus Questions

1/ 
 Who are the guests at each of the banquets?
2/
 What happens at each banquet?  Compare and contrast the setting, guests, food and drink and conversation.
3/
What can these accounts tell us of Greek and Roman attitudes towards eating and drinking?  Compare and contrast the accounts.
4/
What are the main values, qualities or concerns which seem to be valued by the guests at each banquet?
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